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Abstract 
e-Learning and simulation technologies at the only defence university in Malaysia is almost non-existent 
with the exception of one academic programme. Nonetheless, when other public universities in the 
country are busy investing in new technologies, the National Defence University of Malaysia (NDUM) 
started to feel the pressure. Although the pressure does not mean that it has to jump into the bandwagon, 
there is something about e-learning and simulations that could provide students with the autonomy in 
learning. This paper attempts to examine the perceptions of young academics at the NDUM about new 
technologies as one tool for teaching and learning. Data were gathered from 10 young academics who 
joined the university between June 2007 to June 2008. They were interviewed about the potential and 
problems of using e-learning and simulations in the process of teaching and learning, all based on their 
knowledge and experiences. The findings show that the perceptions of young academics at the university 
about digital technologies are almost unconstructive. Apart from not being able to see the use of e-
learning and simulations at the university, their lack of understanding of what these technologies are all 
about is one main contributing factor. This suggests that the NDUM must resolve the issues of acceptance 
of digital technologies by making sure that the roles and responsibilities of the academics will in actual 
fact be further enhanced by the adoption of technology. 
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1. Introduction 
    Malaysia has been recognised as one of the best countries that provide platform for Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) integration in its educational system. This suggests that the 
government is very serious about educating future generations of the country. Because of this, all learning 
and training institutions are taking appropriate measures to build relevant infrastructures to cater to the 
demands in the new learning environment. For a young establishment like the National Defence 
University of Malaysia (NDUM), choosing the right combination of teaching and learning tools, aids and 
materials is an enormous task. 
    The objective of this paper is to examine the perceptions of new academic staff on the use of e-learning 
and simulations as tools for teaching and learning. As a new university, it hires a lot of young academics 
who lack teaching experiences. The reasons for choosing young academic staff for this paper are twofold; 
firstly, they have gone through an educational environment that is enveloped with ICT (graduated 
between 2004 and 2008), and secondly, they are the future anchors for the success of the university. The 
perceptions of these young academics will then become part of the data to be used in preparing a blue 
print for e-learning and simulations at the NDUM. 
1.1. The Background Establishment 
The NDUM started as the Military Academy of Malaysia in July 1995. The new university was 
established with the main objective of making sure of a more systematic way of educating future leaders 
of characters. Since its upgrade in November 2006, the university has been adopting many of its previous 
academic partner’s academic programmes, together with its teaching and learning philosophy. At present, 
e-learning and simulations at the NDUM are only present in one academic programme, the Maritime 
Technology Programme. This is because one of the requirements for the future navigators of Malaysian 
Navy ships is that students must be trained in Computer-based Training (CBT) Laboratories and Ship 
Simulators before they are allowed on board real ships. Due to this pressure and high standards 
requirements, e-learning and simulations become one of teaching, learning and assessment tools for 
students. Apart from this one programme, some academics do suggest and create some other platforms for 
students to experience new technologies. For example, the use of MyLinE (My Learning in English), an 
e-learning platform for students of all public higher learning institutions in Malaysia to learn English 
language, has been endorsed by the Ministry of Higher Education, Malaysia. This creates an opportunity 
for students at the NDUM to experience learning on-line, albeit not in a full academic programme. 
1.2. e-Learning 
It is reasonable to define the use of the terms e-learning and simulations for this paper. The term e-
learning refers to a range of activities that use ICT. These include internet-based, CD-ROM-based and 
interactive on-line teaching, amongst others (Bonk & Wisher, 2000). In the context of defence and 
military institutions, e-learning could be defined as “the collective term describing the learning delivered 
using electronic devices, including web-based systems and computer and communications technologies 
anywhere and at any time it is needed or desired” (DELDMC, 2001, p.5).  
Simulation is specifically designed courseware or programmes to simulate situations/events for the 
purposes of learning. These simulated situations/events depict scenarios from real life in the expectation 
that students can learn from reconstructions of events and situations that they are likely to confront in 
their professional life. Simulations are often built to engage students in situations or events that would be 
too costly, difficult or hazardous in the real world, and so enable them to ‘practise’ responses to such 
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situations. One great advantage of simulation is that it allows military trainees to make mistakes without 
serious consequences. Since mistakes can be a powerful learning mechanism when they happen in a safe 
and blame-free environment (Hills, 2003), simulation is considered to be one of the best learning tools.  
What are the differences between e-learning and simulation technologies? Some researchers believe 
that simulations are one of the many strategies of e-learning (Neumann et al., 2005). As such, some of 
their characteristics overlap. In this paper e-learning and simulations are treated as two separate learning 
strategies. At this stage one needs to note another aspect of these definitional issues, namely that e-
learning and simulation technologies overlap (see Figure 1) and recent literature speaks of ‘e-learning 
simulation technologies’ (McDonald, Personal Communication, 23rd March 2005). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1: The Relationship between e-Learning and Simulation Technologies 
2. Literature Review 
    In much of the literature it has been suggested that e-learning and simulation technologies can extend 
the opportunities for the kind of creative learning process that constructivist theorists speak about. 
Although these benefits are not unique to military learning environments, they are particularly pertinent to 
the training of military leadership.  
    The assumed benefits (see Bonk & Dennen, 2003; Chung, Rodes & Knapczyk, 1998; Jonassen et al., 
2003; Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005; Trinidad, 2003; Zemsky & Massy, 2004) include:  
  
1) facilitating students’ construction of knowledge, testing their ideas, actively sharing and 
seeking information, generating a diverse array of ideas, appreciating multiple perspectives, 
engaging in social and intellectual interaction and dialogue, engaging in critical thinking and 
problem-solving exercises, increasing participation and reflection (self-directed learning), 
developing multiple modes of representation and becoming more self-aware;  
2) facilitating students’ engagement in a meaningful learning context and thus increasing the 
‘ownership’ over their own learning. Perhaps ‘ownership’ is not exactly the right word to 
use here. Rather this researcher would prefer to stress the ongoing dialogue in the learning 
process between students and teachers;  
3) helping students to learn more effectively at their own pace and in their own way;  
4) helping students to select, store and retrieve information efficiently;  
5) preparing students for real-life situations as students have an opportunity to explore many 
possibilities using authentic materials;  
6) helping instructors/lecturers maintain content relevance by providing ready access for 
updating, adding and deleting materials.  
    These presumed benefits have been argued by many scholars. By itself, modern electronic technology 
cannot generate better learning or teaching results. Many critics point out that whatever e-learning and 
simulations do, they need to be compatible with the advanced principles of pedagogical theory. All too 
often, there is a dysfunctional gap between the technology and pedagogical principles, arising from a 
number of factors, including the lack of clear pedagogical guidelines for analysing, designing, 
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developing, supplying and managing e-learning and simulation materials (Alonso et al., 2005). In 
particular the problem of how to teach and deliver content has been insufficiently attended to, on the 
assumption that on-line materials are self explanatory (Blinco et al., 2004). Many scholars note that 
appropriate channels for content delivery are as important as the selection of appropriate materials 
(Woodill, 2004). Indeed in many ways technological progress has outstripped the capacity of educators to 
develop pedagogical models that meet current needs (Bracewell et al., 1998). As Salomon (1998) noted, 
this gap between technology and pedagogical principles represents an unprecedented moment in human 
history. The traditional custodians of knowledge, the teachers, now find that the possibilities of 
technology are outstripping advancements in pedagogical and psychological theory. Yet the need to 
harness technology by providing guidance, reflective discourse and feedback is greater than ever 
(Ng’ambi & Johnston, 2006). 
    Other critics have focussed more sharply on particular aspects of these digital strategies. For example, 
the assumed cheapness of applying ICT approaches to learning has been questioned. As Bates (2001), 
amongst others, has noted, investments in digital technologies can be costly because of the time-
consuming nature of developing courseware, purchasing and implementing Information Technology (IT) 
systems and maintaining IT operations. Some of these costs, especially during the first three years, can be 
exorbitant (Marginson, 2004). Discussions at a SimTect 2008 Conference in Melbourne provided wider 
confirmation of the view that simulation programmes in particular were very expensive and that their 
effectiveness has not yet been totally proven. It was noted that there was an urgent need for case studies 
to document whether the amount spent on simulations was worth the investment. Some critics are more 
optimistic than this, suggesting that after the IT learning systems mature and stabilise, the costs of 
running, maintaining and upgrading them may be reduced. It has been suggested that it would generally 
take institutions up to three years to reduce operational costs by 20 to 30 percent relative to start-up costs 
in the first few years (Beckett, 2004). What this analysis does not reveal, however, are the opportunity 
costs of applying ICT strategies to learning. Would the returns on other forms of investments produce 
better outcomes?  
    In concluding this section it is worth asking whether the NDUM needs e-learning and simulations for 
the whole campus. The answer lies not in new technologies, but rather on the potential and possibility of 
wider teaching and learning options for the students. Given that learning styles of students differ from one 
to the other, chances are some students may find e-learning and simulations as a suitable tool for learning. 
At best these new tools can supplement and complement the existing face-to-face sessions. 
3. Methodology 
    Data were gathered from 10 young academics who joined the university between June 2007 to June 
2008. Their faculties vary; 5 are from engineering, science and technology based faculties and the other 5 
from the management and social science based faculties. They were interviewed about the potential and 
problems of using e-learning and simulations in the process of teaching and learning, all based on their 
knowledge and experiences. Each semi-structured interview took about 45 minutes. The data were then 
manually transcribed based on specific themes. No names will be mentioned in this paper. However, 
whenever necessary, the respondents will be referred to as Respondents A to J.  
There were five main questions asked, not in the order below,  
  
1) How do you define e-learning and simulations (then they were introduced to the definitions 
used in this paper)?  
2) What do you think is/are the role/s of e-learning and simulations?  
3) How was your experience with e-learning and simulations i.e. describe whether they were 
helping you in your studies?  
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4) How do you like e-learning and simulations to be part of your teaching and learning tools 
i.e. describe their uses in your classrooms?  
5) What are the problems of using e-learning and simulations at this university (NDUM)?  
 
4. Result and Discussions 
Based on the five questions posed to all 10 respondents, this section will analyse the data founded on 
the questions themselves.  
 
4.1. How Do You Define e-Learning and Simulations? 
 
    Out of 10 respondents, only three ‘truly’ understood the concept of e-learning. These three suggested 
that e-learning is a tool which is electronically supported regardless of its form, and it is interactive in 
nature. The other seven respondents gave various answers, reflecting their level of exposure and 
experience of using e-learning. These various responses include reading and doing exercises on-line, 
reading and responding to email messages, and becoming alert of announcements. On the other hand, 
almost all respondents suggested that simulations are creating platform for students to understand reality, 
minus the physical danger of participating in the real activity itself. When asked whether e-learning and 
simulations are two different tools for teaching and learning, none could give clear answers; almost all 
agreed that both are the same and have no different functions.  
    It is remarkable that these young academics were not able to distinguish the differences between e-
learning and simulation technologies. The similar answers that both were the same with two technically 
different names were radical. As ICT becomes part of future teaching repertoire, these young academics 
should be able to understand the use of each tool at appropriate levels of teaching approaches. The lack of 
understanding may be the results of their lack of teaching background; all respondents were fresh 
graduates and have never been enrolled in any teaching courses. Nevertheless, as shall be demonstrated 
later in Question Four, they managed to differentiate the uses of these two tools in the classrooms. This 
may be due to the new definitions given after they answered this question. This trend was seen throughout 
the entire four other questions which were randomly asked. 
 
4.2. What Do You Think Is/Are the Role/s of e-Learning and Simulations? 
 
The roles of these new technologies were divided into three levels, individual students, individual 
lecturers and institutions. Table 1 below further summarises the responses of 10 respondents. 
 
Table 1: Respondents’ Responses on the Roles of New Technologies 
 
 
 
The table suggests that the main issue of lack of understanding about e-learning and simulations is the 
main barrier to supporting them. Based on the responses, five respondents felt that students would be 
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active participants in classrooms with the integration of e-learning and simulations, while four 
respondents said that students would become independent in their studies. This lack of confidence signals 
the young academics’ pessimism about using digital technologies in their classrooms. Nevertheless, seven 
respondents believed that their roles are to facilitate the teaching and learning process with the use of e-
learning and/or simulations. This is a remarkable contrast with the roles of the students that they voted. 
Given this, the researcher concludes that since they are now in the positions of lecturers, they may have 
forgotten about being the students, or may be, once again, the lack of exposure and experience with 
digital technologies when they were students has brought about these responses.  
    At the same time, they did not confirm that the roles of the institutions were sufficiently well displayed. 
Only two respondents said that the institutions should prepare adequate and relevant policies for the use 
of e-learning and simulations. This may reflect their experience in their universities that they graduated 
from. A positive note on academic freedom when using e-learning and simulations can be highlighted. 
This suggests that five respondents believed that new technologies could spark more academic freedom 
through the use of radical and unconventional teaching and learning methods offered by technology. 
 
4.3. How was your experience with e-learning and simulations i.e. describe whether they were helping 
you in your studies? 
 
    This question has ignited various responses from the 10 respondents. This paper will only discuss 
answers from two respondents.  
    Respondent B claimed that he has never used simulations when he was a student but has experienced 
quite an extensive use of e-learning. Out of 30 main courses, he had about 14 courses that required some 
usage of e-learning. Some of these courses had assessments conducted using e-learning mode itself. For 
him, e-learning forms a part of the academic courses when the lecturers stress the importance of using e-
learning, and students are made aware of the advantages of using it. This is where e-learning can help in 
the studies. Respondent B further added that he has benefitted from e-learning especially during 
examination time. This is because the e-learning portal for the courses that have e-learning provides on-
line learning support, e-revision and e-notes.  
    The other respondent, Respondent G, said that he has experienced using both e-learning and 
simulations. He felt that e-learning was not as favourable as simulations because his experience of using 
e-learning was all about reading notes on-line. Simulations, on the other hand, allowed him to experience 
‘playing around the assumed learnt objects’. Respondent G further clarified that he could use simulations 
for hands-on activities, and thus understood the learning materials more. He said that some difficult 
concepts can be explained effortlessly by using simulations. This is the strongest point of simulations and 
this had helped him in his studies.  
    These two respondents appear to be supporting e-learning and simulations. Of course, without proper 
experience of using any of these two, it would be impossible to relate to them. Suffice to say that the 
other respondents were quite negative about the use of digital technologies and from their responses, it 
can be summed up that they had not had the relevant experiences of using e-learning and simulations 
when they were students. 
 
4.4. How do you like e-learning and simulations to be part of your teaching and learning tools i.e. 
describe their uses in your classrooms? 
 
Out of 10 respondents, six would like to have e-learning and simulations in their classrooms. Further 
responses are presented in Table 2 below.  
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Table 2: Respondents’ Responses on the Uses of New Technologies 
 
 
 
The table suggests that both technologies are suitable for classroom and independent learning. The 
only aspect that could not be catered for by simulations is the announcement/forums/email/chat 
component. The data for this question were inconsistent with the data about the roles of new technologies, 
where most respondents were quite reluctant to support the use of e-learning and simulations in their 
classrooms. Yet for this question, they appeared to understand the pedagogical aspects of new 
technologies after researcher provided the working definition of both e-learning and simulations. Further, 
although six respondents agreed to have these technologies, they actually still required further 
clarification about how to use these tools. It needs to be emphasised that ‘know what’ and ‘know how’ are 
completely two different things; the latter reflects the understanding and the enthusiasm for something. 
 
4.5. What are the Problems of Using e-Learning and Simulations at this University? 
 
For this final question, the answers were almost synonymous. The respondents felt that the university 
will face problems with the integration of new technologies for teaching and learning if the broadband 
capacity is not improved and other critical infrastructures such as sufficient computing facilities for staff 
and students alike are not enhanced. Although they understood that the NDUM is a young establishment, 
they felt that the basic necessity should be provided first before embarking on the use of e-learning and 
simulations. Further, six respondents suggested that they should be sent for training in using and 
implementing digital technologies; at present they admitted that they had zero knowledge of preparing 
materials for on-line teaching and learning. Another four respondents said that they should be convinced 
first on whether e-learning and simulations could better enhance their teaching repertoire.  
    On the first synonymous answer given, it is practically reasonable for all respondents to have 
responded in such a way. The significant responses were the last two. Firstly, the fact that the respondents 
admitted that they were not well versed in e-learning and simulations is praiseworthy. This shows that 
they are willing to be at par with the students nowadays who were heavily exposed to and influenced by 
digital technologies. Not many people can accept that they are lacking in certain aspects of their life. 
Given that these academics are still young, their enthusiasm should be matched with proper training 
programmes (this will be discussed further in the last section). Secondly, the four respondents who 
needed conviction may feel that because they have not fully experienced e-learning and simulations as 
students, they did not trust these new tools. Again, it is a reasonable response, albeit the irrational 
justifications. Only with ample exposure and training may tell whether they would have different 
perceptions of e-learning and simulations. This is the task that the university has to take, as will be 
discussed next. 
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5. Conclusion 
    Much is still needed to be done, and e-learning and simulation technologies are very dynamic. This 
paper has examined the perceptions of 10 academics at the NDUM about new technologies. It appears 
that they have some misunderstood perceptions about e-learning and simulations. This section will outline 
three suggestions to overcome the misconstrued perceptions of these young academics,  
  
a) The top management should be proactive in promoting a conducive learning environment 
which includes the integration of ICT for the process of teaching and learning. This is 
because only top management who is affirmative in its actions for e-learning and 
simulations will ensure that the academics believe in what they are doing.  
b) The NDUM must make known its policies and procedures related to the use of e-learning 
and simulations. At present, this is not happening simply because the policies and 
procedures are not yet ready. Without this, a proper guideline and benchmark is absent, and 
thus making the academics unsure of what are expected of them.  
c) The only academic programme that has e-learning and simulations should be an official 
internal model for university wide implementation of e-learning and simulations. Proper and 
thorough documentation should be prepared, beginning from the pedagogical aspects to 
technical aspects of the academic programme. This information will then need to be 
distributed to all academics so that they are aware of the needs and relevance of using e-
learning and simulations. From this too, proper training programmes for academics on 
digital technologies can be arranged.  
 
The future of e-learning and simulations for the NDUM is uncertain. Notwithstanding that, even if the 
pressure from the sibling universities is bearable, the needs of the students must be the number one 
priority. Given that students are expecting innovative and creative ways of learning in and out of 
classrooms, the academics must be able to take up the challenges and improve themselves. The process of 
learning does not stop but it can begin anywhere. The young academics, together with many other 
academics at the NDUM must face the fact that although they are entitled to their own opinions and 
perceptions, being optimistic will certainly benefit the students and themselves more than being 
unconstructive. After all, e-learning and simulations will not replace the academics; these technologies 
will only complement and supplement the face-to-face sessions. 
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